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Constructing a new conservatism? Ideology and values 
 
Richard Hayton 
 
Introduction 
 
Following three severe election defeats, the Conservatives elected David Cameron as leader on an 
explicitly modernising platform. His agenda for change encompassed revitalising the party image 
through a concerted effort to rebrand the party, an extensive review of policy, and ideological 
repositioning towards the centre-ground. While these three strands are of course intertwined this 
chapter will focus on the latter, namely the attempt to distance the Conservatives from the legacy of 
Thatcherism and cultivate a new form of conservatism with wider electoral appeal. It argues that 
despite some rhetorical distancing from the Thatcher era, Cameron largely failed to alter the trajectory 
of contemporary conservatism, which remains essentially neo-Thatcherite. Ultimately this has 
undermined the modernisation project that he hoped would define his leadership, limiting the 
effectiveness of his rebranding strategy and shaping the policy agenda that the Coalition government 
was able to pursue.  
 
The chapter begins with a discussion of the Thatcherite ideological inheritance that shaped 
Conservative Party politics following the rout suffered at the 1997 general election. It then focuses on 
the attempts made by Cameron to reposition the party ideologically as Leader of the Opposition from 
2005, and critically appraises the germane academic literature on Conservative modernisation. The 
chapter then moves on to examine Conservative Party ideology in office since 2010, suggesting that 
although forming the Coalition provided the Conservative leader with significant freedom of 
manoeuvre in statecraft terms (Hayton, 2014), conversely it limited &DPHURQ¶V scope to radically alter 
Chapter for the volume Modernizing Conservatism, edited by Gillian Peele and John Francis (Manchester University Press, 2016). 
 
2 
 
KLVSDUW\¶V LGHRORJLFDO FRUH)LQDOO\ WKH FKDSWHURIIHUV DQ DVVHVVPHQWRI some of the contemporary 
ideological debates within the party, and speculates about the future direction of conservatism in the 
light of the 2015 election result.   
 
The Thatcherite inheritance 
 
There was a time when it was common to regard the Conservative Party as non-ideological (Hayton, 
2012: 7). This pretence was conclusively GLVSODFHGE\WKH7KDWFKHUHUDZKHQWKHSDUW\µEHFDPHQRWHG
IRULWVDWWDFKPHQWWRLGHRORJ\¶*DPEOH%\WKHPLG-1990s it was clear that a radical and 
enduring ideological shift had occurred in the Conservative Party, with Thatcherism assuming a 
position of hegemonic dominance. The main features of the Thatcherite outlook are well known: a 
neo-liberal approach to economic issues; a moralistic social authoritarianism; and a commitment to a 
rather narrow conception of national sovereignty, manifested particularly as Euro-scepticism 
(Gamble, 1994; Heppell, 2002). Thatcherism was more than an ideological viewpoint however. It was 
also a successful electoral statecraft strategy (Bulpitt, 1986) and a style of leadership associated 
closely with Thatcher herself (King, 1985). It was this potent mixture of ideological vigour, 
formidable leadership and electoral success that, following her eviction from office by the party, 
IXHOOHGWKH7KDWFKHUP\WKDQGWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶IL[DWLRQZLWK7KDWFKHULVP6RPHZKDWLURQLFDOO\WKH
ascension of Thatcherite thinking within the Parliamentary Conservative Party (PCP) consequently 
RFFXUUHGIROORZLQJ7KDWFKHU¶s removal from power, reaching a position of dominance after the 1997 
landslide defeat of the Major government. Analysing the PCP towards the end of her tenure Philip 
1RUWRQ IRXQG WKDW µ0UV 7KDWFKHU KDV QRW FUDIWHG D SDUW\ WKDW LV LQKHUHQWO\ 7KDWFKHULWH LQ terms of 
DWWLWXGHDQGFRPSRVLWLRQ¶%\FRQWUDVWDVWXG\RIWKHLQWDNHRI03V found the party to 
be predominantly Thatcherite (Heppell, 2013).   
 
Some analysts have argued that the effect of this ideological transformation has been to render the 
Conservative Party essentially un-conservative. Mark Garnett, for example, has suggested that it has 
EHFRPH µD OLEHUDO RUJDQLVDWLRQ ZLWK D QDWLRQDOLVWLF WZLVW¶  , and more recently that the 
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Conservative Party µKDV EHHQ VKRUQ HYHQ RI Uesidual elements of conservative ideology, as 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\XQGHUVWRRG¶ (2015: 159). The interpretation of Thatcherism as an ideological creed alien 
WR FRQVHUYDWLVP LV FKDUDFWHULVWLF RI WKH 2QH 1DWLRQ µ:HWV¶ ZKR IRXJKW DJDLQVW7KDWFKHU ZLWKLQ WKH
party (Hayton, 2012: 27-31). However, as I have discussed elsewhere (2012, 2015) Thatcherism is 
more accurately conceived as an ideological position that is part of conservatism more broadly 
understood. The New Right (encompassing Thatcherism) is a school of thought within conservatism, 
ZKLFK UHPDLQVDGLVWLQFWLYH LGHRORJLFDO IDPLO\FRPPLWWHG WRD OLPLWHG IRUPRISROLWLFV 2¶6XOOLYDQ
2013). As such LWLVZRUWKQRWLQJWKDWWKHZRUGµFRQVHUYDWLVP¶LVXVHGKHUHSULPDULO\LQUHIHrence to 
the Conservative Party, but that is not to say that that conservatism is simply shorthand for the 
positions taken by the party ± rather LWLVWRVXJJHVWWKDWµWKHWZRDUHLQWLPDWHO\OLQNHG¶1RUWRQ
324). 3KLOLS1RUWRQKDVDUJXHGWKDWµWhe Conservative party has a set of beliefs that comprise British 
Conservatism and those beliefs have been moulded and developed over time by Conservative 
politicians and thinkers, as well as by some who are not Conservatives¶DQGWKHIRFXVRI
this chapter is on conservatism in this sense.  
 
Comprehending Thatcherism as part of an essentially conservative intellectual tradition is not to deny 
the profound impact that it has had on the Conservative Party. For the conservative philosopher Roger 
6FUXWRQ µ7KDWFKHULVP FDQ EH VHHQ DV WKH ILUVt attempt to modernise British conservatism, by 
GLVFDUGLQJ WKH %XWVNHOOLWH FRQVHQVXV DQG DFWLQJ IURP D FRQVLVWHQW SKLORVRSKLFDO IRXQGDWLRQ¶ 
686). The effect on thinking within the party was thrown into stark relief after the crushing 1997 
general election defeat, as the Conservatives struggled to come to terms with either the scale of this 
ORVV RU WKH H[WHQW RI WKH FKDQJHV WKDW ZRXOG EH QHHGHG WR FKDOOHQJH 1HZ /DERXU¶V FDSWXUH RI WKH
centre-ground of British politics. The grip Thatcherism retained over intraparty deliberations was 
illustrated by the way in which successive Conservative leaders reverted almost by default to policy 
positions and electoral tactics GHVLJQHG WR DSSHDO WR WKH SDUW\¶V FRUH YRWH :LOOLDP +DJXH -
2001), Iain Duncan Smith (2001-3) and Michael Howard (2003-5) all made preliminary and 
somewhat tentative efforts to renew the ideational basis of contemporary conservatism, but proved 
unable to formulate a cogent new narrative for their party (Hayton, 2012). A number of factors 
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contributed to this pattern, including their own unease over the potential costs of a more radical 
approach, dissent amongst shadow ministers and backbenchers, pressure from party members and 
parts of the media, and an apparent lack of responsiveness from the electorate. Most importantly 
however, the essentially Thatcherite outlook that prevailed throughout most of the PCP limited the 
parameters of debate thereby restricting the party leadership to one tributary of conservative thought. 
This manifested itself in underdeveloped policy statements that exhibited the main traits of 
Thatcherite ideology identified above, notably a firmly Euro-sceptic defence of national sovereignty; 
a traditionalist stance on social policy questions related to welfare, criminal justice, equal rights and 
marriage; and commitments to tax-cuts and a smaller state. The extent to which the party under David 
Cameron reappraised these positions is assessed in the following sections.  
 
Transcending Thatcherism? Modernisation and ideological repositioning, 2005-2010 
 
The election of David Cameron in December 2005 was widely greeted as the moment the 
Conservative Party finally stepped out of the shadow of Thatcherism. As the leader column in one 
national newspaper noted the day after his electLRQ&DPHURQ¶V FODLP WKDW µWKHUH LV VXFKD WKLQJDV
VRFLHW\« crucially and symbolically draws a line between his Toryism and that of Margaret Thatcher¶ 
(The Guardian, 2005). Academic analysis of the leadership election suggested that Cameron had 
transcended ideological divisions to secure support from across the PCP LQFOXGLQJ IURP µZHWV DQG
GULHV (XURSKLOHV DQG (XURVFHSWLFV DQG VRFLDO OLEHUDOV DQG VRFLDO FRQVHUYDWLYHV¶ (Heppell and Hill, 
2009: 399). This marked a break from the pattern established in previous leadership elections since 
7KDWFKHU¶VGHSDUWXUHin which WKH3&3KDGYRWHGPRUHQRWLFHDEO\DORQJLGHRORJLFDOOLQHV&DPHURQ¶V
ability to overcome this trend was attributed by Timothy Heppell and Michael Hill to his personal 
FKDULVPD DQG SHUFHLYHG µHOHFWDELOLW\¶ ibid.), indicating that Conservative MPs had elevated their 
desire to win the next general election over their preference for a leader who necessarily reflected 
their own political beliefs.  
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While it is undoubtedly the case that Cameron succeeded in cultivating a cross-party appeal, part of 
his strategy for doing so involved courting the more strongly Thatcherite elements of the PCP by 
offering them reassurances on a number of key issues. Most notably on the issue of European 
integration, which remained a touchstone question for many Conservative MPs, Cameron pledged 
GXULQJ KLV OHDGHUVKLS HOHFWLRQ FDPSDLJQ WKDW KH ZRXOG SXOO KLV SDUW\¶V 0(3V RXW RI WKH (XURSHDQ
3HRSOH¶V3DUW\(330DQ\&RQVHUYDWLYH03VKDGYRLFHGXQKDSSLQHVVZLWKWKHSDUW\¶VDIILOLDWLRQWR
what they regarded as a federalist grouping, and both Iain Duncan Smith and Michael Howard had 
looked to renegotiate the terms of membership during their tenures as party leader. In the 2005 
leadership campaign Liam Fox vowed to leave the group if elected, and Cameron moved to match this 
XQGHUWDNLQJZKLFKµKHOSHGKLPVHFXUHVXIILFLHQWVXSSRUWIURPWKHULJKWRIWKHSDUW\HJIURPPXFK
of the Cornerstone Group) to see off the challenge oI )R[ DQG WKHQ 'DYLG 'DYLV¶ (Lynch and 
Whitaker, 2008: 34).  
 
Cameron also moved to offer reassurance to the PCP¶V WUDGLWLRQDOLVW ZLQJ in relation to social 
morality, through an emphasis on the importance of marriage. Cameron deliberately presented himself 
DVD µIDPLO\PDQ¶DQGVWUHVVHG WKHYDOXHKHSODFed on marriage as a societal institution, and as the 
most desirable environment for raising children (Hayton, 2010). In one of the few other specific 
commitments he made during the leadership election campaign, he announced that a future 
Conservative government under his leadership would introduce a new allowance to recognise 
marriage in the tax system. This helped bolster his support across the party, and alleviate doubts about 
Cameron from those who do not share his inclination towards social liberalism.  
 
In spite of these carefully crafted signals during the leadership election, the central message of 
&DPHURQ¶V FDPSDLJQ ZDV WKDW KLV FDQGLGDWXUH UHSUHVHQWHG FKDQJH DQG WKDW WKH &RQVHUYDWLYH 3DUW\
must change to win. He explicitly embraced the notion of modernisation, and in doing so advocated 
making a break with the past. In ideological terms this meant detaching himself from the legacy of 
Thatcherism, which his predecessors had all been unable to do. As Stuart McAnulla has argued, 
&DPHURQ µVRXJKW WR GLVWDQFH KLPVHOI IURP WKH SHUFHLYHG H[FHVVLYH LQGLYLGXDOLVP RI 7KDWFKHULVP
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WKURXJKVWUHVVLQJUHSHDWHGO\WKDW³WKHUHis such a thing as society´«>DQG@KHDOVRGUHZXSRQWKH³RQH
QDWLRQ´ WKHPH ZLWKLQ FRQVHUYDWLVP WKDW 7KDWFKHU KDG DUJXDEO\ HVFKHZHG¶ 0F$QXOOD  
Cameron pursued this strategy of rhetorical distancing consistently and effectively, and academic 
interpretations of the early years of his leadership in particular consequently emphasised the degree to 
ZKLFKKHKDGDSSDUHQWO\UHSRVLWLRQHGWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHVLGHRORJLFDOO\.LHURQ2¶+DUDIRU
H[DPSOHVDZWKH&DPHURQSURMHFWDVµDOHIWZDUGPRYHWRWKHSRVW-%ODLUFHQWUH¶. Peter Dorey, whilst 
cautioning that the Conservative leader would face an uphill battle with the right of his party to 
DFFRPSOLVK KLV PRGHUQLVDWLRQ DJHQGD LQ IXOO DQG PHHW WKH H[SHFWDWLRQV LW KDG UDLVHG DERXW µD QHZ
mode of conservatiVPIRUWKHHDUO\VWFHQWXU\¶REVHUYHGWKDW 
 
David Cameron has toiled tirelessly during his first year as Conservative leader to reposition 
WKH3DUW\LGHRORJLFDOO\DQGUHYLYHWKHµRQHQDWLRQ¶VWUDQGZKLFKDWURSKLHGGXULQJWKHV
and 1990s. In so doing, he has explicitly eschewed Thatcherism, and effectively apologized 
for many aspects of it, while explicitly abandoning many of the policies implemented during 
the Thatcher-Major premierships. (Dorey, 2007: 162) 
 
&DPHURQ¶VEDVLFVWUDWHJ\ZKHQKHDVVXPHGWKHSDUW\OHDGHUVKLSZDVDV+HSSHOOQRWHG, 
µWRPDNHWKH&onservatives appear more centrist and position them close to the location of the median 
YRWHU¶However, whether this strategic relocation was underpinned by a fundamental ideological shift 
is more questionable. Downplaying certain issues, for instance, does not necessitate any modification 
of the underlying position, even though it may help create the impression that it has changed, or at 
least that those issues are no longer regarded as so important to the SDUW\¶V LGHQWLW\So &DPHURQ¶V
SODQ WR µPRYH DZay from prioritizing the issues associated with Thatcherism ± that is taxation, 
LPPLJUDWLRQ DQG (XURVFHSWLFLVP¶ +HSSHOO   LQ IDFW HPXODWHG WKDW ZKLFK  ,DLQ 'XQFDQ
Smith had attempted to pursue (albeit without a great deal of success) four years earlier (Hayton and 
Heppell, 2010: 430). Similarly, changing the way in which certain issues are discussed, for example 
through the moderation of language and tone, does not require policy positions to be greatly revised. 
One case in point is immigration, which had been the centrepiece of some sustained negative 
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campaigning by the Conservatives at the 2005 election. Cameron chose instead to speak positively 
about the benefits immigration can bring, but did not noticeably shift Conservative policy in practice, 
which remained to substantially reduce net inward migration (Hayton, 2012: 99).  
 
Relatedly, spending more time talking about issues not closely associated with your party might help 
to broaden its electoral appeal and improve its image, but may not require a change of ideological 
approach ± even if one is implied. According to Neil Carter, &DPHURQ¶VHPEUDFHRIWKHHQYLURQPHQW
DV KLV µVLJQDWXUH LVVXH¶ ZDV SULPDULO\ D WDFWLFDO PDQRHXYUH EXW DOVR RQH RI µJUHDW V\PEROLF 
LPSRUWDQFH¶that suggested the paUW\µZRXOGQRWDOZD\VSULRULWLVHEXVLQHVVLQWHUHVWVRYHUWKHZLGHU
SXEOLFJRRG¶Carter, 2009: 233-4). Climate change became a particular focus of attention and in 2006 
Cameron made a highly publicised visit to a Norwegian glacier to observe the effects of global 
warming, resulting in a memorable photo opportunity with a pack of huskies. However, as Ben 
Glasson (2012) has argued, the notion of ecological modernisation adopted by Cameron and others: 
µWUDQVIRUPV WKH WKUHDWRIFOLPDWHFKDQJH LQWRDQRSSRUWXQLW\DQHZPRWRURIQHROLEHUDO OHJLWLPDF\¶
and SURIHVVHVµno contradiction between sustainability and WKHSUHVHQWVRFLRHFRQRPLFRUGHU¶As such, 
DOWKRXJKWKHµYRWHEOXHJRJUHHQ¶DJHQGDZDVQRWRQHXQLYHUVDOO\ZHOFRPHGLQ&RQVHUYDWLYHFLUFOHVLW
has not (LQ WKH ZD\ &DPHURQ KDV SXUVXHG LW UHSUHVHQWHG D WKUHDW WR WKH SDUW\¶V FRUH LGHRORJLFDO
positions.  
 
7KLVEULQJVXVWRWKHKHDUWRIWKH&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\¶VLGHRORJ\LQWHUPVRILWVFRPPLWPHQWWRDQHR-
liberal political economy and a limited state. At no point during his tenure as Leader of the Opposition 
did Cameron seek to loosen the hold of the neo-7KDWFKHULWHSHUVSHFWLYHRQ WKHSDUW\¶V DSSURDFK WR
HFRQRPLF TXHVWLRQV ZLWK &RQVHUYDWLYH KRVWLOLW\ WR /DERXU¶V QHR-Keynesian response to the global 
financial crisis soon being made explicit as events unfolded (Hayton, 2012: 119-135). Martin Smith 
KDVDUJXHGWKDWWKHFULVLVODLGEDUHWKHµIXQGDPHQWDOGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQWKHSDUWLHVRYHU
WKH UROHRI WKH VWDWH DQG WKH UHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQ WKH VWDWHDQG WKHPDUNHW¶, with the Conservatives 
promulgating the idea of tKHµELJVRFLHW\¶DV an alternative to the public sector. Prior to the financial 
crisis the &RQVHUYDWLYHVKDGSOHGJHGWRPDWFK/DERXU¶VVSHQGLQJSODQVLQDQHIIRUWWRSHUVXDGHYRWHUV
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they could be trusted with the public services, particularly the NHS (Smith, 2010: 827). Cameron had 
also been seen to VKLIWKLVSDUW\¶VSRVLWLRQRQWKHLVVXHRISRYHUW\PRYLQJWRDFFHSW that it could not 
simply be defined in absolute terms, but that relative measures (as preferred by New Labour) were 
necessary (Heppell, 2014: 141). For Hickson (2009: 360) this shift on inequality suggested something 
of a revival of the one nation traditionEXWVWLOORQHWHPSHUHGE\µDVWURQJDQWL-VWDWHDWWLWXGH¶ 
 
Taken together, this apparent change of stance on poverty and the promise to protect the public 
services could have been seen as evidence that Cameron was returning to a form of one nation 
conservatism, which appreciated the positive role the state could play in society. Whatever the 
motivation, wooing public sector workers and their families certainly seemed like an astute electoral 
VWUDWHJ\ JLYHQ WKDW LQ  WKLV JURXS UHSUHVHQWHG µRYHU  SHUFHQW RI WKH HOHFWRUDWH¶ and a key 
segment for the Conservatives to target (Sanders, 2006: 172). The plan to shield the public services 
was discarded however in the light of the financial crash, which the Conservatives presented as a debt 
crisis with µbig government¶WKHSULPDU\FXOSULW&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\YLL. This line of reasoning 
suggested that the solution lay in a dose of fiscal conservatism and a Thatcherite retrenchment of the 
state. As Peter Dorey discusses at length in the following chapter, in the run-up to the general election 
Cameron attempted to present this as a reimagining of the relationship between the state, society and 
individuals, rather than a crude austerity-GULYHQ RQVODXJKW RQ WKH SXEOLF VHFWRU 7KH µELJ VRFLHW\¶
narrative consequently became central WRWKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶HOHFWRUDOVWUDWHJ\DQGZDVSUHVHQWHGDV
something of an ideological middle way between Thatcherism and New Labour, and envisaged a 
flourishing of non-state actors (see Chapter 5).  
 
The notion of the big society has proved to be flimsy at best, and vulnerable to the charge that it is a 
Trojan horse for cuts to public services (Kisby, 2010: 490). However, it is worth briefly reflecting on 
the development of the concept here as it is indicative of the debate about the ideological direction of 
conservatism after Thatcher. Dorey and Garnett (2012) trace the intellectual roots of the big society 
narrative to the work of a number of Conservative figures in the 1990s and 2000s, notably Douglas 
Hurd, David Willetts, Ferdinand Mount, Damian Green, Oliver Letwin, Iain Duncan Smith, and Philip 
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Blond. Kevin Hickson (2010) also identified Duncan Smith, Willetts, Letwin, and Blond as key 
influences on conservatism under Cameron. What links these individuals is their concern with re-
engaging conservatism with civil society and overcoming the perception that the party has little to say 
or offer beyond a commitment to individualism and free markets. The neo-Thatcherite position 
adopted by Cameron essentially echoes that outlined by Willetts in his work on civic conservatism in 
the early-1990s (Hayton, 2012: 31-5). It does not entail a rejection of Thatcherism, but emphasises 
WKDWµWKHUHLVPRUHWRFRQVHUYDWLVPWKDQWKHIUHHPDUNHW¶:LOOHWWV, even if a particular stress 
on the latter was a necessary response to the problems faced by the UK in the 1970s and 1980s. For 
Willetts, markets and communities should not be seen as incompatible, but post-Thatcher the 
Conservatives needed to find new language to explain how they can support each other (ibid.).  
 
7KLV FRQWUDVWV VRPHZKDW ZLWK WKH µ5HG 7RU\LVP¶ RI 3KLOOLS %ORQd, which offered a more radical 
FULWLTXH RI ZKDW DQRWKHU SURPLQHQW SURSRQHQW RI WKH ELJ VRFLHW\ -HVVH 1RUPDQ FDOOHG µthe market 
fundamentaOLVPRIWKHODVWWKUHHGHFDGHV¶(Norman, quoted in Dorey and Garnett, 2012: 290). %ORQG¶V
target is modern OLEHUDOLVPDV DZKROHZKLFKKHEODPHV IRUSURGXFLQJ µERWK VWDWH DXWKRULWDULDQLVP
DQG DWRPLVHG LQGLYLGXDOLVP¶ LQ WKH SRVW-ZDU HUD %ORQG  ,Q &DPHURQ¶V DGYRFDF\ RI D ELJ
society %ORQGGHWHFWHGWKHSRWHQWLDOIRUDVRFLDOO\FRQVHUYDWLYHµQHZFRPPXQLWDULDQ7RU\VHWWOHPHQW¶
built on a radical localism, involving much greater community ownership of assets (ibid.). As 
discussed in what follows on the big society in the next section, Blond (2012) has since lambasted 
Cameron for failing to pursue the red Tory agenda in office. However, it was a hopeless misreading of 
&DPHURQ¶VSRVLWLRQLQJDV OHDGHURI WKHRSSRVLWLRQ WRHYHU WKLQNKHZRXOGHPEark on an anti-liberal 
crusade in government ,Q SURPLVLQJ WR EH µDV UDGLFDO D VRFLDO UHIRUPHU DV 0UV 7KDWFKHU ZDV DQ
ecRQRPLFUHIRUPHU¶David Cameron (quoted in Jones, 2008: 315) was never suggesting undoing the 
Thatcherite economic reform programme. Rather, his position was premised on the notion that with 
the advent of New Labour the Conservatives had essentially won the argument on the economy, so 
needed to find a new way to define themselves on social issues (Hayton, 2012: 102-3).  
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In summary, in the 2005 to 2010 period in ideological terms the Conservatives under Cameron did not 
transcend Thatcherism in a significant way. A number of steps were taken to signal change and to 
rhetorically distance the party from the Thatcher era, including moving onto territory associated with 
New Labour and downplaying traditional Thatcherite themes. However, the ideological parameters of 
conservatism remained essentially Thatcherite and were not fundamentally challenged, and 
consequently reasserted themselves in the light of the economic downturn from 2008 onwards.  
 
Liberal conservatism and the politics of Coalition, 2010-15 
 
,I &DPHURQ¶V PRGHUQLVDWLRQ SURMHFW KDG RQO\ EHHQ SDUWLDOO\ GHOLYHUHG LQ RSSRVLWLRQ VRPH RI LWV
proponents hoped that the formation of the Coalition with the Liberal Democrats would facilitate its 
completion in office, with one MP ± Nick Boles ± quickly proposing the two parties adopt an electoral 
pact in 2015 (Hayton, 2014: 10). +HODWHUH[SODLQHGWKDWµ,EHOLHYHGWKDWLIZHFRXOGJHWWKH/LEHUDO
Democrats to yoke themselves to us for a full two terms in government, we would in time be able to 
SHUVXDGHPRVWRIWKHPWRPHUJHWKHLUSDUW\LQWRDWUXO\OLEHUDO&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\¶%ROHV)RU
%ROHV DQG RWKHU µ&DPHURRQV¶ PRGHUQLVLQJ WKH &RQVHUYDWLYH 3DUW\ ZDV WKHUHIRUH HVVHQWLDOO\ DERXW
shifting its ideological core firmly in a liberal direction. Such a strategy, they believed, would widen 
WKHSDUW\¶VHOHFWRUDODSSHDOby capturing more centrist voters.  
 
As I have noted elsewhere (Hayton, 2014: 11), a number of analysts have highlighted the presence of 
ideological common ground between the two Coalition parties, and this certainly appears to have been 
a factor in the successful conclusion of the coalition negotiations following the general election 
(Beech, 2011; McAnulla, 2012). This convergence reflected movement not only by Cameron and the 
Conservative leadership in a socially liberal direction, but also amongst key Liberal Democrats 
towards a firmer economic liberalism. In their foreword to the Coalition Agreement, the new Prime 
Minister and Deputy Prime Minister felt able to declare that: µ:H share a conviction that the days of 
big government are over; that centralization and top-down control have proved a failure¶TXRWHGLQ
Beech, 2011: 267). Writing soon after its formation, Matt Beech suggested that µthe shared outlook 
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DQG YDOXHV¶ RI WKH &DPHURQ-Clegg Coalition were µQHROLEHUDO SROLWLFDO HFRQRP\ DQG DQ DWWLWXGH RI
social liberaliVP¶ZKLOHWKHµFRPPRQHQHPLHV¶ZHUHµHFRQRPLFHJDOLWDULDQVDQGVRFLDOFRQVHUYDWLYHV¶
(2011: 270).  
 
Shortly after the general election the new Prime Minister outlined this µOLEHUDO FRQVHUYDWLVP¶ in a 
WHOHYLVLRQLQWHUYLHZZLWKWKH%%&MRXUQDOLVW$QGUHZ0DUU+HVDLGµ,
YHDOZD\VGHVFULEHGP\VHOIDV
a Liberal Conservative. I'm Liberal because I believe in freedom and human rights, but Conservative - 
,
PVFHSWLFDORIJUHDWVFKHPHVWRUHPDNHWKHZRUOG¶,QWKHVDPHLQWHUYLHZKHZHQWRQWRGHVFULEHWKH
&RDOLWLRQDVDµSURJUHVVLYHDOOLDQFH¶ (BBC, 2010). In opposition and in office Cameron consistently 
OLQNHG KLV µOLEHUDO FRQVHUYDWLYH¶ RXWORRN WR WKH QRWions of progress and modernity, juxtaposing it 
against reactionary and traditionalist viewpoints. Nonetheless to interpret this as a wholesale 
abandonment of conservatism, as some observers such as Garnett (2015) have done, would be 
mistaken. Cameron elucidated his philosophy at greater length in a 2007 speech, and was keen to 
underline that it drew mutually from both the ideological traditions of its moniker. He stated that he 
ZDVDOLEHUDODVKHLVµVFHSWLFDORIWKHVWDWH¶DQGWUXVWV µin the freedom of individuals to pursue their 
own happiness, with the minimum of interference from government¶EXWDOVRD&RQVHUYDWLYHDVKH
EHOLHYHVµWKDWWKHUHLVDKLVWRULFDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJEHWZHHQSDVWSUHVHQWDQGIXWXUHJHQHUDWLRQVDQGWKDW
we have a social responsibilLW\WRSOD\DQDFWLYHSDUWLQWKHFRPPXQLW\ZHOLYHLQ¶TXRWHGLQ%HHFK
2011: 269).  
 
This equation of conservatism with social responsibility implies a critique of Thatcherism for not 
delivering sufficiently on the latter, suggesting that the social authoritarianism of the Thatcher era had 
failed in its objectives and is incompatible with a liberally-inclined twenty-first century society. To 
the extent that liberal conservatism contains a critique of Thatcherism it is in relation to these themes, 
although its intensity is checked by the fact that it is framed against what many Conservatives would 
UHJDUG DV D µFUDVV FDULFDWXUH¶ (McAnulla, 2012: 167) of Thatcherism. In a 2006 speech to Demos, 
David Cameron had in fact argued WKDW 7KDWFKHU KDG µLQFUHDVLQJO\ ZRUULHG WKDW WKH QHZ RSHQ
economy was not tackling problems of family breakdown, crime, poor schooling, drug dependency 
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DQGWKHGHFOLQHRIUHVSHFWLQSDUWVRIRXULQQHUFLWLHV¶DQGWKDWVKHµPDGHDIDPRXVVSHHFKLQYRNLQJ
rHOLJLRQDVDPHDQVRIHQULFKLQJRXUVHQVHRIVRFLDOREOLJDWLRQ¶7KHSDUDOOHOVZLWKWKHUKHWRULF
of the big society and the stated QHHGWRµPHQGRXUEURNHQVRFLHW\¶&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\iii) are 
obvious. As such, it is clear that Cameron regarded his liberal conservatism as consistent with the 
&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\¶VLGHRORJLFDOLQKHULWDQFHIURP7KDWFKHUHYHQLIWKHVSHFLfic policies required had 
evolved with time.  
 
Ryan Shorthouse, director of the Bright Blue think-tank which has been a vocal supporter of 
&DPHURQ¶V PRGHUQLVDWLRQ DJHQGD has sought to highlight the intellectual roots of liberal 
conservatism. Shorthouse (2013) UHMHFWV WKH FKDUJH WKDW OLEHUDO FRQVHUYDWLVP LV µVLPSO\ SROLWLFDO
WULDQJXODWLRQ¶GULYHQE\electoral expediency. For him, it is a liberal philosophy with a positive view 
of human nature: DEHOLHIWKDWµSHRSOHDUHIXQGDPHQWDOO\JRRG¶. It is also a progressive one that holds 
µWKDW WKHIXWXUHZLOOEHEHWWHU WKDQ WKHSDVW¶ Nonetheless, it GUDZVRQµULFK&RQVHUYDWLYH WUDGLWLRQV¶
and UHWDLQVDµ%XUNHDQ¶VFHSWLFLVPWKDWLVZDU\RIµGHILQLWLYHGRJPDWLVP¶. 7KHWLPLQJRI6KRUWKRXVH¶V
LQWHUYHQWLRQLQ)HEUXDU\LVVLJQLILFDQW$WWKDWSRLQWLQWLPHWKH&RDOLWLRQ¶VSXEOLFVWDQGLQJZDV
at a low ebb as the economy remained in the doldUXPVDQG*HRUJH2VERUQH¶VSURJUDPPHRIILVFDO
austerity was increasingly being blamed for exacerbating rather than solving the deficit problem, 
ZKLOH RWKHU DVSHFWV RI WKH JRYHUQPHQW¶V DJHQGD DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK PRGHUQLVDWLRQ VXFK DV HTXDO
marriage for gay couples) were proving unpopular with more traditionalist Conservative members and 
supporters, some of whom were turning towards the UK Independence Party. Shorthouse therefore 
sought to argue that liberal conservatism (and by implication modernisation) had an enduring 
relevance that has survived the economic crash and the onset of the politics of austerity. 
 
The austerity agenda was driven as much by politics as by economic considerations. As Andrew 
Gamble (2015: 42) has argued, austerity was a key feature of WKH&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\¶VVWDWHFUDIWDIWHU
WKH  JHQHUDO HOHFWLRQ DQG ZDV XVHG WR µUHGHILQH WKH WHUPV RI WKH GHEDWH RQ HFRQRPLF SROLF\
enabling the Coalition to blame the recession on Labour and to create a new narrative to bolster its 
claim to economiFFRPSHWHQFH¶. In some ways this proved to be an astute political strategy which co-
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opted the Liberal Democrats in the Conservative agenda, created a dividing line with the opposition, 
and provided an over-arching framework within which many other policy debates could be framed 
(Hayton, 2014). +RZHYHU E\ H[SRVLQJ WKH &RQVHUYDWLYHV¶ DWWDFKPHQW WR QHR-liberal political 
economy to full view it brought into question the sincerity of their commitment to modernisation and 
liberal conservatism. With deficit reduction through fiscal retrenchment established as the number one 
priority for the Coalition, perhaps inevitably the language adopted by Conservative politicians become 
rather more hard-edged than during the earlier years of the Cameron leadership, emphasising the 
µWRXJK FKRLFHV¶ WKH JRYHUQPHQW KDG WR PDNH. On welfare policy for instance, which had been 
identified by the Chancellor of the Exchequer as an area that could be targeted for significant 
spending cuts (ostensibly to help protect spending in other areas), Osborne and other Coalition 
ministers deployed rhetoric redolent of the Thatcher era. As an example, framing the issue in terms of 
µZRUNHUVYHUVXVVKLUNHUV¶DQGµVWULYHUVYHUVXVVNLYHUV¶ZDVDQDWWHPSWWRLQIODPHDVHQVHRISHUFHLYHG 
injustice or even outrage about benefit claimants, in contrast to the more understanding and moderate 
language the party had used in opposition (Hayton and McEnhill, 2014: 107). 
 
In the chapter that follows Peter Dorey argues that the policy agenda pursued by the Conservatives in 
Coalition ± not only in relation to welfare, but also notably in terms of economic management and 
public sector reform ± represents a reversion to Thatcherite type, and that this amounts to an 
µDEDQGRQPHQW¶&KDSWHU5, pp. ???) of the modernisation strategy Cameron had earlier pursued. While 
I do not diverge from the thrust of his assessment of the Conservative policy programme in office, 
which carries a number of clear Thatcherite hallmarks, the case advanced here is that this does not 
mark a deep rupture with the notion of modernisation the Conservative leadership promulgated in 
opposition, particularly if this is conceived in terms of its ideological underpinnings, namely liberal 
conservatism. 5HWXUQLQJ WR 2¶6XOOLYDQ¶V  GHIinition of conservatism as a limited form of 
SROLWLFV ZH FDQ ORFDWH &DPHURQ¶V LGHRORJ\ ZLWKLQ WKLV GHVLJQDWLRQ at the same time as 
acknowledging (as the Conservative leader has) the considerable influence of liberal ideas on his 
outlook. Some aspects of the modernisation strategy have been undermined by the politics of 
austerity, notably the effort to re-brand the party as concerned with more than economics and to 
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rhetorically distance it from Thatcherism. However, there is no fundamental inconsistency in 
ideological terms between the liberal conservatism of the Coalition and that pursued by Cameron in 
office. The core Conservative commitment to a neo-liberal political economy was never challenged in 
opposition (Hayton, 20 VR LW¶V UHDVVHUWLRQ IROORZLQJ DQ HFRQRPLF GRZQWXUQ was to be fully 
expected. *LYHQ WKH&RQVHUYDWLYHV¶ VXFFHVV LQGRPLQDWLQJ WKH&RDOLWLRQ¶V VWDWHFUDIW Hayton, 2014) 
ZHFDQYLHZLW¶VLGHRORJ\DVGHULYHGHVVHQWLDOO\IURPFRQVHUYDWLYHLGHDV/DNLQ: 476).  
 
Dorey (Chapter 5) also suggests that the ideological make-up of the PCP was a key factor influencing 
the policy positions of the Cameron-Clegg government. As noted earlier, research has demonstrated 
that the 2010 intake of Conservative MPs was largely Thatcherite (Heppell, 2013) and some of the 
PRVWLQWHOOHFWXDOO\DFWLYHHOHPHQWVRIWKH3&3KDYHEHHQFKDUDFWHULVHGDVIRUPLQJDµQHZ1HZ5LJKW¶
movement (Lakin, 2014). The 2010 parliament has also witnessed unprecedented levels of backbench 
dissent, with the fact that the government is a Coalition seemingly been taken by some MPs as a 
licence to rebel frequently (Cowley and Stuart, 2012). The Conservative leadership therefore has 
DSSHDUHG PLQGIXO RI µWKHSHUFHLYHG QHHG WRSDFLI\ WKH SDUW\¶V PRUH ULJKW-wing MPs, members and 
VXSSRUWHUVSDUWLFXODUO\LQWKHOLJKWRIDQRWHZRUWK\ULVHLQVXSSRUWIRUWKH8.,QGHSHQGHQFH3DUW\¶RQ
WKHLU ULJKW IODQN +D\WRQ   7KLV IDFWRU KDV FRQVHTXHQWO\ OLPLWHG &DPHURQ¶V VFRSH WR
UDGLFDOO\DOWHUKLVSDUW\¶VLGHRORJical core and embark on a genuinely far-reaching modernisation of 
conservatism. While significant political capital was expended on the totemic issue of equal marriage 
for gay couples, few other issues have pushed the boundaries of conservatism beyond its Thatcherite 
FRPIRUW ]RQH 7KH DQDO\VLV RIIHUHG KHUH RI &DPHURQ¶V OLEHUDO FRQVHUYDWLVP LQGLFDWHV WKDW WKLV ZDV
never his intention, premised as it was on building on, rather than critiquing, the Thatcherite legacy.  
 
Conclusion: twenty-first century conservatism 
 
This chapter has made a number of key claims. The first is that Thatcherism is best understood as part 
of the conservative tradition of limited politics, so while radical and transformative in a number of 
important ways it remains part of the intellectual family of conservatism. The second is that the 
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LGHRORJLFDO OHJDF\ RI 7KDWFKHULVP KDV FRQWLQXHG WR DQLPDWH DQG GHILQH WKH &RQVHUYDWLYH 3DUW\¶V
ideational debates since the 1990s, including in the period from 2005 onwards that has been the focus 
of this chapter. As such, the principal claim of the chapter is that the liberal conservatism advanced by 
David Cameron remains essentially neo-Thatcherite, and that the modernisation agenda pursued since 
2005 has not pushed contemporary conservatism beyond these parameters. The novel element in neo-
Thatcherism is its recognition of the need for the Conservative Party to stress the fact that it has 
concerns beyond the economic sphere and the deployment of a more civic-orientated language to 
express these. However, this has not involved challenging the core tenets of the Thatcherite 
ideological inheritance, and arguably helps justify and buttress the continued primacy of neo-
liberalism. In this sense the modernisation of the party is incomplete, if modernisation is understood 
to include a reorientation of ideological outlook. While in opposition (and to a lesser extent in office) 
Cameron engaged in rhetorical distancing from Thatcherism, notably consistently declining to 
describe himself as a Thatcherite, this has not amounted to ideological repositioning. It was largely 
premised on the claim that Thatcherism was right for its time, but that circumstances have moved on 
and created new demands for the Conservatives to respond to. 
 
The core facets of Thatcherism were identified at the outset as a neo-liberal approach to economic 
issues; a moralistic social authoritarianism; and a commitment to a rather narrow conception of 
national sovereignty, manifested particularly as Euro-scepticism. Each of these elements remains 
clearly visible in the Conservative Party after a term of Coalition government. The reassertion of a 
neo-liberal political economy has been discussed above in relation to the politics of austerity. The 
hold Euro-scepticism retains over the P&3KDVEHHQLOOXVWUDWHGERWKE\&DPHURQ¶VYHWRRIDSXWDWLYH 
EU treaty at the European Council of December 2011, and by the pledge to renegotiate UK 
membership of the European Union and hold an in-out referendum in 2017 (Goes, 2014).  And while 
in some ways the authoritarianism of Thatcherism appears to have been abandoned in the face of new 
social norms (for example in relation to equal rights for gay people) a moralistic tone is still very 
much a feature of Conservative rhetoric on issues such as welfare and marriage. In short, after almost 
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a decade of Cameronite leadership the construction of a coherent and qualitatively new conservatism 
remains largely unfulfilled. 
 
This chapter consequently rejects the thesis advanced by Beech (2015: 3) WKDW µ&DPHURQ¶V political 
thought is essentially a form of liberalism albeit communicated to the electorate as liberal 
&RQVHUYDWLVP¶5DWKHU&DPHURQ¶V OLEHUDO FRQVHUYDWLVP OLNH7KDWFKHULVP should be located within 
the conservative ideological tradition of a limited form of politics. In contrast Beech (2015: 4) argues 
WKDW µ:KLOH &DPHURQ¶V &RQVHUYDWLYHV H[KLELW VRPH WUDGLWLRQDO FRQVHUYDWLYH DWWLWXGHV FRPSDUHG LQ
relation to a sizable portion of the Parliamentary Conservative Party, and many grassroots activists, 
they DUH FRQVLVWHQWO\ OLEHUDO« 7KH SROLWLFV RI WKH &RQVHUYDWLYH-Liberal Democrat Coalition is 
essentially a right-ZLQJ OLEHUDOLVP¶ %HHFK This view contains echoes of the One Nation 
critique of the Thatcher era, which identified an un-conservative (neo)-liberal ideology and coterie as 
somehow capturing the Conservative Party so that it was no longer the vehicle for conservatism, as 
they saw it 7KH LURQ\ RI FRXUVH LV WKDW WKH µFRQVHUYDWLYH¶ SDUOLDPHQWDULDQV DQG DFWLYLVWV WKDW
&DPHURQ¶VOLEHUDOSURMHFW is contrasted with by Beech are, by and large, traditionalist Thatcherites ± 
the group being defined as un-conservative by One Nation Tories a generation earlier. 
 
&DPHURQ¶V OLEHUDO LGHRORJ\ %HHFK FRQWHQGV KDV WKUHH PDLQ VWUDQGV HFRQRPLF OLEHUDOLVP VRcial 
liberalism, and liberal interventionism (in foreign policy). As such he accepts that Thatcherism forms 
the central basis of the Cameronite approach to economic issues, suggesting that the Coalition has 
µDUJXDEO\JRQHIXUWKHULQUROOLQJ-EDFN%ULWDLQ¶VZHOIDUHFDSLWDOLVP¶ (Beech, 2015: 5) but ± following 
the One Nation interpretation ± for him this reinforces its liberal, rather than conservative, basis. The 
FHQWUDO WKUXVW RI %HHFK¶V DUJXPHQW UHVWV KRZHYHU RQ WKH GLYLGH EHWZHHQ PRGHUQLVHUV DQG
traditionalists on social and moral issues, where notable divisions in the PCP (and wider party) have 
been apparent for quite some time (Hayton, 2010). The particular focus of his attention here is the 
issue of equal marriage for same-sex couples, for which he can DVFHUWDLQQRµUHDVRQWRHPEDUNXSRQ
such a divisive, controversial and un-FRQVHUYDWLYHSROLF\¶DSDUWIURPDGHVLUH µWRFKDQJHDNH\DVSHFW
of British society ± the definition of marriage ± LQOLQHZLWKWKHLUOLEHUDOLGHRORJ\¶Beech, 2015: 9). 
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As such this view gives no credence to the justification offered by Cameron himself, namely that he 
believed that Conservatives should seek to strengthen the institution of marriage, and that equalising 
the rights of same-sex couples would have that effect (for an extended discussion of this issue, see 
Hayton and McEnhill, 2015: 136-9). Moreover, DZLGHUDVVHVVPHQWRIWKH&RDOLWLRQ¶VVRFLDOSROLFLHV
for example in relation to welfare, makes it difficult to sustain the case that the approach was not 
strongly informed by conservative ideas (McEnhill, 2015).  
 
What then, can we say about the future trajectory of conservatism in the UK, in the light of the 2015 
general election result? Winning the election with an overall majority was a triumph of Conservative 
Party statecraft ± the acme of the successful exploitation of the Liberal Democrats as a junior 
governing partner. Not only was this a vindication of David Cameron and George Osborne personally, 
but also of the liberal conservatism they promulgated, which proved to me more electorally resilient 
in the face of the rise of UKIP than many on the right of their party had feared. Yet, an assessment of 
WKH IDWH RI &DPHURQ¶V PRGHUQLVDWLRQ strategy cannot but conclude that across a range of defining 
policy areas it was either abandoned or significantly curtailed (Kerr and Hayton, 2015; Dorey, 
Chapter 5). As Steve Buckler and David Dolowitz (2012) have explored, ideological repositioning 
does not take place in a vacuum but is a highly contextualised process, dependent upon interpretations 
and calculations by political actors who find themselves in ever-evolving circumstances. As discussed 
above, Conservative modernisation did not fundamentally challenge the ideological legacy of 
Thatcherism within the party, so in the context of the financial crisis, fiscal retrenchment, and the 
demands of party management as part of a coalition government, its failure to secure far-reaching 
change is unsurprising (Dommett, 2015). What remains is a liberal conservatism in which the liberal 
element is derived from Thatcherite individualism, underscoring the importance of individual self-
reliance across both economic and social policy spheres.  
 
The election of the first majority Conservative government since 1992 provides David Cameron with 
the opportunity to define his liberal conservatism free of the constraints of Coalition. He may well 
find, however, that the challenge of governing with a small parliamentary majority is as much of a 
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restraint on his freedom of action as the need to compromise with the Liberal Democrats between 
2010 and 2015. The commitments the Conservative Party made during the general election campaign 
to hold a referendum on membership of the European Union, scrap the Human Rights Act, reduce net 
migration to the tens of thousands, cut a further £12 billion per annum from the working-age welfare 
ELOOH[WHQG WKHµULJKW WREX\¶ WRKRXVLQJDVVRFLDWLRQ WHQDQWVDQGUHGXFH LQFRPHWD[ZKLOVWDOVR not 
increasing other taxes such as VAT, hardly suggested a party leadership beholden to liberal, rather 
than conservative, ideals. To the extent that the Conservative election campaign contained a positive 
message, this focused on individual aspiration, for example in relation to home ownership; and 
families, for example in relation to childcare provision, rather than grander visions about society as a 
whole. The brief VHFWLRQRIWKHPDQLIHVWRWKDWGLVFXVVHGWKHµELJVRFLHW\¶FRQFHQWUDWHGRQYROXQWHHULQJ
by individuals and the offer to give teenagers a chance to improve their skills by undertaking 
µ1DWLRQDO&LWL]HQ6HUYLFH¶&RQVHUYDWLYH3DUW\The conservatism advanced by the party 
over the coming years will therefore be one that is a broadly consistent with the Thatcherite legacy on 
which it rests. At heart, rather unsurprisingly, the Conservative Party remains a conservative one.  
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